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Trends  in  Degrees  Conferred,  1979  -  1986 

Between  1979  and  1986,  the  number  of  degrees  conferred  by 
Massachusetts  colleges  and  universities  increased  3.8%  compared 
to  a  national  rise  (1979-1985)  of  5.9%.   Even  though  the  number 
of  degrees  awarded  in  the  Commonwealth  has  grown  more  slowly  than 
in  the  rest  of  the  nation,,  Massachusetts  still  produces  a  higher 
than  average  number  of  degrees  per  capita  or  per  student.   Massa- 
chusetts, with  2.4%  of  the  nation's  population,  accounted  for 
3.5%  of  the  nation's  enrollment,  4.0%  of  all  degrees  granted, 
4.9%  of  graduate  degrees,  and  5.4%  of  doctorates.  (Attachment  1.) 

The  most  striking  trend  in  this  period  is  the  decline  in  the 
number  of  degrees  conferred  in  the  public  sector  (-7.1%).  While 
the  closure  of  Boston  State  College  very  likely  contributed  to 
this  trend,  the  decline  in  associate  degrees  granted  (-11.5%)  is 
the  major  reason  for  the  fall  off,  accounting  for  58.5%  of  the 
decrease.   Equally  significant,  while  degrees  were  declining, 
enrollments  at  public  institutions  increased  more  than  5%  during 
that  period.   Of  special  interest  is  that  the  number  of  degrees 
awarded  to  minority  students  increased  only  2.6%  between  1978  and 
1984,  even  though  minority  enrollment  increased  36.1%  during  this 
same  period,  substantially  more  than  the  overall  average. 
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The  statewide  increase  is  attributable  to  the  independent  sector. 
From  1979  to  1986,  the  independent  sector  granted  4,505  more 
degrees  (9.8%).   The  independent  sector  realized  gains  in  all 
levels  except  the  Associate  Degree  which  fell  113  or  1.9%. 
Doctoral  Degrees  granted  increased  564  (36.5%).   Baccalau- 
reate, Masters  &  Certificate  of  Advanced  Graduate  Studies  (CAGS) 
and  First  Professional  Degrees  grew  2,873  (11.9%),  880  (7.7%)  and 
301  (9.8%)  respectively. 

In  contrast,  the  public  sector  conferred  fewer  degrees  at  all 
levels  except  the  First  Professional  which  remained  relatively 
constant.   The  Associate  Degree  led  the  decline  losing  1,064  for 
a  11.5%  decrease;  the  Masters  and  CAGS  level  declined  500  or 
17.6%.   The  Baccalaureate  and  Doctorate  degrees  declined 
slightly.   The  closing  of  Boston  State  College  in  1982 
contributed  to  the  decrease  in  the  number  of  Masters  and 
Baccalaureate  granted  at  public  institutions.  In  June  of  that 
year,  Boston  State  College  awarded  403  Masters  and  798 
Baccalaureate  degrees,  14.1%  and  6.0%  of  the  respective  public 
sector  totals.   Since  that  time,  however,  the  number  of  public 
sector  Baccalaureate  and  Masters  degrees  increased.   In  fact,  388 
more  Masters  were  granted  in  1986  than  in  1983  for  a  20%  gain. 
Over  the  same  four  year  period  the  number  of  Baccalaureate 
degrees  rose  1.2%. 
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At  the  Associate  and  graduate  degree  level,  there  are  significant 
differences  between  the  two  sectors  in  the  distribution  of 
degrees.   (Attachment  2.)   Associate  degrees  account  for  34.6%  of 
all  the  degrees  awarded  in^  the  public  sectors  and  only  11.3%  in 
the  independent  sector.   For  both  sectors  combined,  the  Associate 
Degree  accounted  for  18.7%  of  all  degrees,  well  below  the 
national  rate  of  24.9%.   With  some  of  the  most  prestigious 
universities  in  the  nation,  the  independent  sector  dominated 
graduate  education,  awarding  more  than  85%  of  the  post 
baccalaureate  degrees  in  the  Commonwealth.   Graduate  degrees 
account  for  27.7%  of  all  Massachusetts  degrees  compared  to  21% 
across  the  nation.   The  percentage  of  students  receiving 
baccalaureate  degrees  is  roughly  the  same  in  both  sectors:  54.3% 
in  the  public  sector  and  53.4%  in  the  independent  sector, 
compared  to  54%  for  the  entire  nation. 

Across  all  institutions,  the  number  of  minorities  receiving 
degrees  increased  1,454  or  41.4%  (Attachment  3.)   Blacks  received 
108  more  degrees  for  a  5.3%  increase;  Asians  realized  the  largest 
increase  of  736  or  115.4%;  and  Hispanics  were  second  gaining  645 
for  a  97.4%  increase.   Both  Whites  and  American  Indians  realized 
decreases,  996  fewer  Whites  and  35  fewer  American  Indians 
received  degrees.   Minorities,  as  a  whole,  accounted  for  only 
6.8%  of  the  degrees  granted  state-wide,  which  was  up  from  4.9%  in 
1979. 
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The  independent  sector  awarded  more  degrees  in  all  ethnic 
categories.   The  largest  increase  occurred  for  Hispanics  (586  or 
132.9%).   Asians  were  second  with  an  increase  of  607  or  122.6%. 
Blacks  received  229  more  d'egrees  for  an  increase  of  15.8%. 
American  Indians  and  Whites  remained  relatively  stable  showing 
gains  of  5  (6.2%)  and  823  (2.0%)  respectively.   Thus  the 
percentage  of  minorities  receiving  degrees  in  the  independent 
sector  increased  from  5.4%  to  7.8%.   In  the  public  sector  only 
Asians  and  Hispanics  received  more  degrees.   They  experienced 
gains  of  129  (90.2%)  and  59  (26.7%)  respectively.   The  number  of 
degrees  awarded  to  Blacks,  American  Indians  and  Whites  declined 
121  (20.2%),  40  (46.5%)  and  1819  (7.5%)  respectively.  Because  of 
the  large  decline  in  degrees  conferred  to  Whites,  minorities  now 
account  for  4.5%  of  all  degrees  conferred,  up  slightly  from  1979 
(4.1%). 

There  are  three  major  factors  that  might  explain  the  drop  in  the 
rate  at  which  Massachusetts  public  higher  education  institutions 
confer  degrees.   First,  attrition  or  drop-out  rates  may  be 
increasing  for  public  higher  education  students.   Second, 
students  in  public  higher  education  may  be  taking  more  time  to 
complete  their  degrees.   Finally,  public  higher  education 
students  may  be  pursuing  different  courses  of  study. 
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Increased  attrition  rates  would  indicate  that  an  increasing 
proportion  of  the  students  who  begin  work  on  a  given  degree 
withdraw  before  obtaining  the  degree.   This  could  be  attributable 
to  an  increasing  proportion  of  incoming  students  with  poor 
academic  preparation.   During  the  coming  year,  the  Regents  will 
be  addressing  the  problem  of  attrition/retention  as  part  of  its 
study  of  the  undergraduate  experience. 

Students  could  also  take  longer  to  complete  a  degree  because  of 
the  extra  work  needed  to  remedy  academic  deficiencies  and  because 
they  are  studying  part-time.   Between  1978  and  1986  the  number  of 
part-time  students  increased  10,721  or  14%.   However,  during  this 
same  period,  full-time  enrollment  decreased  slightly,  401  or  .4%. 
Additionally,  public  colleges  and  universities  are  attracting 
older  students  who  tend  to  be  part-time.   Students,  25  years  old 
and  older,  showed  the  greatest  gain  between  1984  to  1986, 
increasing  22.8%  while  the  national  rise  was  6.2%.   Most  of  the 
statewide  gain  was  in  the  25-39  age  group.   For  example,  the 
community  colleges  showed  a  23.0%  increase  in  this  age  group. 
(Chancellor's  Report  to  the  Board  of  Regents,  September  1987) 

The  decline  in  the  number  of  degrees  conferred  by  public 
institutions  may  also  reflect  a  change  in  the  degree  level 
pursued  by  students.   There  may  be  an  increasing  tendency  among 
Massachusetts  Community  College  students  to  either  pursue 
certificate  or  other  non-degree  programs  or  to  transfer  into 
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Baccalaureate  level  programs  before  the  Associate  Degree  is 
completed.    This  trend  may  explain  the  difference  in  Associate 
degrees  awarded  at  Massachusetts  public  institutions  compared  to 
higher  education  institutions  nationwide.   Nationally,   the 
number  of  Associate  degrees  awarded  increased  12.9  percent 
between  1979  and  1986,  compared  to  a  decrease  of  11.5  percent  for 
Massachusetts  public  universities  and  colleges.   In  addition, 
between  1983  (after  the  close  of  Boston  State  College)  and  1986, 
the  number  of  Associate  Degrees  declined  8.2%,  while  the  number 
of  Bachelor's  Degrees  increased  1.2%.   The  issue  of  student 
transfer  will  also  be  addressed  in  the  Regents'  study  of 
undergraduate  education. 

The  changes  noted  above  could  also  be  related  to  the  economic 
renaissance  enjoyed  by  the  Commonwealth.  Studies  indicate  that 
community  colleges  are  especially  sensitive  to  business  cycles; 
when  recessions  occur  enrollment  in  two  year  institutions 
mushroom  as  students  seek  to  sharpen  their  skills  in  a 
contracting  employment  market.   When  the  economy  soars,  as  has 
been  the  case  in  the  past  two  years,  students  are  tempted  by  high 
paying  jobs  to  either  leave  school  or  to  pursue  their  studies 
part-time  or  to  seek  certificates  rather  than  degrees.  However, 
this  reasoning  may  not  fully  explain  the  decrease  in  Massachu- 
setts.  Other  state  public  higher  education  systems  such  as  New 
York  (up  1%) ,  New  Jersey  (up  10%)  and  Connecticut  (down  1%)  have 
not  experienced  this  sharp  decline  in  the  number  of  associate 
degrees  granted. 


-  7  - 


Finally,  the  most  prevalent  fields  of  study  for  which  degrees 
were  granted  (Business  and  Management,  Engineering,  Social 
Science,  Education  and  Health  Science)  were  very  similar  in  both 
Massachusetts  public  and  independent  higher  education 
institutions.   The  following  table  shows  the  similarity  in  those 
degrees  constituting  more  than  5%  of  the  total  in  each  sector. 
(See  Attachment  4  and  5  for  the  50  HEGIS/IPEDS  program 
categories.) 

Table  1 


Degrees  Awarded  bv  Rank  and  Percent  for  Major  Categories 


Public 

and  Independent 

Colleges   -   1986 

Rank            PUBLIC 
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INDEPENDENT 
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% 

1       Business/Management 

4,782 

19.6% 

Bus iness/Memagemen t 

10,980 

21.0% 

2       Education 

2,089 

8.6% 

Social  Sciences 

5,434 

10.5% 

3       Health  Science 

1,710 

7.0% 

Engineering 

3,990 

7.7% 

4       Social  Science 

1,553 

6.4% 

Lav 

3,060 

5.9% 

5       Engineering 

1,507 

6.2% 

Education 

2,792 

5.4% 

6       Liberal/General  Stud 

1,394 

5.7% 

Health  Science 

2,767 

5.4% 

7       Business  and  Office 

1,303 

5.4% 
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